Food production on coconut estates by Mack, W.G.
FOOD PRODUCTION ON COCONUT 
ESTATES * 
By Col . W . G . M A C K , O . B . E . , 
Chairman, Kurunegala Planters' Association. 
CO C O N U T estates, in c o m m o n w i t h o t h e r p lan ta t ion c rops (except r u b b e r ) are requ i red b y l aw t o d e v o t e one - t en th of the i r acreage t o food p r o d u c t i o n . Q u i t e apar t f r o m the fact t ha t 
this is general ly n o t agr icul tural ly feasible, every r u p e e tha t can b e spa red today shou ld b e used , 
no t for the ex t raneous p u r p o s e of m i n o r food p r o d u c t i o n , b u t for r ebu i ld ing th is age ing a n d d e p r e ­
cia t ing vi ta l na t iona l asset. T h e author i t ies appear t o h a v e los t s igh t of the fact tha t c o c o n u t itself 
is a food w h i c h fo rms an i m p o r t a n t and in tegra l p a r t of t he die tary of the peop le of this coun t ry . 
I t is ve ry shor t s igh ted pol icy t o pre judice the g o o d m a n a g e m e n t of c o c o n u t estates in o r d e r t o 
p r o d u c e th i rd- ra te foods . 
C o c o n u t a n d food c rops are mos t ly surface feeders. If food c rops , par t icular ly r o o t c rops , 
are g r o w n u n d e r coconu t s , compe t i t i on for t he available soil nu t r i en t s has t o b e cor rec ted by the 
appl icat ion of addi t iona l p l an t foods in t he fo rm of fertilizers o r m a n u r e s . I n this connec t ion , 
it is n o t e w o r t h y that m a n i o c u n d e r c o c o n u t thr ives bes t in t he m a n u r e circles. 
I t is appa ren t therefore tha t if efficient yields are t o b e ob ta ined the re m u s t b e u n e c o n o m i c 
ext ra appl icat ions of m a n u r e , o therwise b o t h c rops wil l suffer. I n o t h e r w o r d s , y o u h a v e to apply 
expens ive m a n u r e t o ob ta in a cheap food c r o p , l ike man ioc . 
T h e compu l s ion t o g r o w food o n c o c o n u t estates opera tes direct ly agains t accepted m e t h o d s 
of cul t iva t ion . M a n y p lan te rs compla in tha t t he necessity for clean w e e d i n g l a rge areas, (which 
is inevi table i n t he ra is ing of f ood crops) exposes t he estate to t he unpred ic t ab l e dange r s of soil 
e ros ion. D e n u d a t i o n of o u r soils has b e e n r igh t ly descr ibed as " Creep ing d e a t h , " as n o t only 
are its effects confined to t he land, b u t a l so t o the popu l a t i on i t s u p p o r t s . O n e effect o f the decl ine 
in arable cu l t iva t ion is the lower ing of h u m a n mora le . T h e unde r -nou r i shed peasan t b e c o m e s 
listless a n d apa the t ic a n d tends t o accept as a necessary evil the l o w s tandard of l iv ing imposed 
o n h i m by an unprof i table a n d decl in ing agr icu l ture . 
T h e r e is increas ing ev idence in t he c o c o n u t areas of this c o u n t r y of i m p o v e r i s h m e n t of soil , 
resul t ing in t he ma in c r o p b e i n g sacrificed t h r o u g h this cu l t iva t ion of subsidiary c rops . T h e indus ­
t ry today is faced w i t h s ta rk necessi ty of emp loy ing all i ts resources t o keep c o c o n u t alive and a 
s tage has been reached w h e n rep lan t ing m u s t take p lace o n an increasingly la rge scale if the yield 
f rom coconu t s is t o b e main ta ined at a level p r o p o r t i o n a l t o t he g r o w i n g needs of the popu l a t i on 
and of t he d e p e n d a n t indus t r ies . 
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T h e indus t ry already pays a mult ipl ic i ty of h u g e taxes t o G o v e r n m e n t . F i r s t of all t h e r e is 
I n c o m e T a x . I n 1953 r e v e n u e f rom the c o c o n u t indus t ry in di rec t taxat ion, exc luding m a n y 
mil l ions in excise dut ies o n t o d d y and arrack, agg rega t ed R s . 32,700,000. I n addi t ion there are , 
vi l lage taxes, a n d there is this fur ther ob l iga t ion t o p r o d u c e food o r t o c o m m u t e such obl iga t ion 
b y a fur ther tax. T h e c rops so g r o w n are n o t pu rchased by G o v e r n m e n t a t a guaran teed p r i c e ; 
ins tead esta te o w n e r s are compel led to sell the p r o d u c e of this subsidiary indus t ry t o the i r l abourers 
b e l o w m a r k e t pr ice , clearly p r o v i n g the enforcement o f still fur ther taxat ion o n an indus t ry w h o s e 
exis tence is t h rea t ened b y a steady reduc t ion each year d u e t o senility. 
' Con t ra s t t h e advan tages accru ing to those w h o inves t the i r capital in indus t r ia l ven tu res . 
T h e y are p laced in the enviable and pr iv i leged pos i t ion of n o t be ing requi red to m a k e .any c o n ­
t r i b u t i o n w h a t e v e r t o w a r d s food p r o d u c t i o n , a n d their l abourers are suppl ied w i t h rice and flour 
b y t he G o v e r n m e n t at subs id ised rates . T h e effect of such unwise a n d unjust d iscr iminat ion falls 
v e r y harshly o n those w h o have invested their capital in agr icul ture , w h i c h for ove r o n e h u n d r e d 
years has carr ied this c o u n t r y on its shoulders . 
T h e state of t he c o c o n u t indus t ry today is such, that if p resent cond i t ions are a l lowed to con­
t inue , a n d if pr ices w e r e t o decl ine, t hen yields also will decline. T h i s will m e a n decreas ing r e ­
v e n u e , a n d so the m a i n object of this shor t - s igh ted legislat ion will be comple te ly defeated. W h a t 
is justified in t ime of war is n o t in t ime of peace, a n d this misgu ided piece of legislat ion shou ld 
n o w b e rescinded. 
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